®

Stuckey

[P |

S 1N . he i 3
‘weli-rolicing lMechanism' of Science

The wpoliciug effart he :ientioned rests on severzl foundations. The
first is thezt anyone wanting to be a scientist must first counlete four years
of coliege in hdis chosen field, tien srend several yeafs'under the supsrvision
scientist being screened carcfully for verk efficiency, scientific
imagination and cleanliness of rurpose., If the student survives, he receives
the scientific union card —-- the dectorzl degree. The second is rigid observ-
ance of scisntific method. And that requires im to ciwoose a protlem in science
which hes not been solved, tc devise experiments to see if tiie problem can be
answered, to collect the infornation accurately with the most anpropriate
instrunents or tests available to him, to interpret tne informetion with rigid
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loglc, and to see il the in

ES

terpretation affects theories which explain a larger
and more reneral set of scientific phencmena. Third, the scientist ruct expose
his findings to his fellow scientists in vrofessional journ:ls or at professional

meetings ~- and sce if nis results might survive attack, criticisu and objective

exsninetion. If his results are rsally good, other scientists will also attempt

to study the s=me vroblen by exnerigsent io sce i

-

what he is talking about., Thatl's scientific melhod, aud it's a tough life, If

the scientist i3z vorking in industry, lhowever, the approvel of his resulls ie

not based on checking with his scientific eguale, but usually on the oninicn of

L

his boss,
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Theory of U.S. Press as 'Ombudsman!

That view is an intrinsically Americen one. It is the theory that
factual informati&n, oro ond coﬁ alike, will heln the pitiien to protedt himself
against abuses of vower. The press has-traditionally been conéidered this
window upon the power centers of colitics, the militarj, industry and the like
( a2 role which it still »leys, though unevenly). Under this reasoning, facts
about power abuses or economic wrstes by one power center are made mublic. Armed
with this information, other onnosing bower centers can help check the abuses,
in the way that one nolitical party acts as a check on other parties, for
exaﬁple, or in the way that Congress acts as a check on the Presidency. The
lonély citizen can also act unon this informetion through exercising his vote
or withholding other forus of versonal patronage or supporﬁ to the offending
power center. In this sense, the press is not simply a factory for fun, "isn't
that interestiné" facts, and roubtine notices, tut also ié an onbudsman and defender
of the public against power centers.

And science -- with $17 billion a year in tax funds, with vast influ-
ence on Universitiss ani the lower schools, ¥with the so-czlled military—ihdustrial
corxplex heavily dependent usen its contributions to besic krowled e and to

tecunolo;y -- fitls all the rcecuirenents for Leing & vower centers
(4 0



CE) Yost of what the American public knowe about science cowes from the
scignce writer,
Ralph lMader, who was turned awsy by seversl science writers before he
achieved striking public success as a eritic of automobile saf'ety engineering,
made this sardonic remark zbout science writers in our tashington conversetions

B3cience writers are nOuorLOU51J extra-terrestizl, subnersible or

k]

transnlantable.® He felt that science writers were inter.sled in little rmore
than space exploration, oceanograpnic éxpeditions or daring or¢an transpleant
operations.

Due to a veariety of circumstances, soue of them beyond their control,

many science writers help to create the periumed fog ceparating the real world
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of.science from the otublic. Exceptions are writers like

,.).

ines; John Lear of The

Saturday Review, whose targsts have included doctors who coaduct exneriments on
patients without their consent, and iortor Hintz of the ; :snington rost, who
speciaglizes in exposing "killer drugs" sold by the pharnaceuticerl industry.

Who and what are science writers?

They are largely laymen -—-— outsiders -~ who write about science for
the nation's newspepers, magazines, electronic iedic, special and trade pulblica=-
tions, and covsercial publishing houses. Scicnce ir tneir definition includes
the clascic sciences, medicine, engineering and sore of tie social sciences,
Their v»rincipal organization, tiie National Association of Science .riters, enrolls
sone QEO r-zularly-eanloyed or free-lance writcrs and cditors, ond enother 500
or so nublic relations men arnd officials with universities, science-oriented
industries and government agencies. The scove of wmerbership roenzes from the
‘science editor of the Hew York Times, wiho prefers stories on cuasars ond high

energy »hysics, to the small toun rerorter who occasicnally covers meetings of the

Jocal meaicel society. 4&s & rule, they 2re b:tter paid tren their ouker colleagues



receive ipst of their informztion from attending press conferences at scientirfic

» interviewing the few scientists who feel compelled to tall to reporters,

U‘

meetings

}—l

and reading scientific journals end press relesses,

The 1553 brochure from Science Service, deéigned to convince newspajer
editors to buy its regular disnztches on science, ;ives an indicstien of whet
the editors want (end the canital letters zare reproduced e:zctly):

—- SIASONS, SHIFTS IN THE WiATHEER, HURRICANES, TORMALO:ZZ, GR-aT STOMS,

ECLIPCLS, LaARTHGUAKES, THERLATENSD VWILDLIFE, BIRD MIGRATIONS, ANCIENT ik, FALLOUT )

FUNDAZ0TALS OF SPACE, IMSILE THL 4T, LBIC... These are the types of things

that our feature stories must cover,

L4 -

-- Science Service ... often gives the mublic the first news about
VACCIVATIONS, (PeRATIONS, LANGIROUS EPIUTMICS and the PLIVIGTION OF DISCLSE,

-~ Cur nature writer dezling with BIFDS, BZASTS, DUGS and other

™I s,

phases of BIOLOCY will not usually cover PECPLL AED LXOTICHS which is the field

of the stzffer knowledgeable about wnsyciclosy,psychictry snd antiropolozv. Tre
) ) I

vwriter covering ATOKIC HIRGY, 4TCMS, IOLECULLS, CHEMICALS and otler conicat in

=

cnemistry anu vhysics may be expected to write important angles on the TLOT Zak,

FALLOUT and AUTCIATION,
a
The tone of the science writer is,renerzlly positive one for thec

Zcal analysis

j1)

1. Science at its best truly is glorious. The first chenm

of the soil of the lioon by the Surveror spacecraft, the unr: vellrg of thre structure,

functicn and mezning of tre genetic vaterial DHA and similar events were acong
the most exciting ha-penings of the century. The metinod for determining the validi

of any inforsnztion and use of the highest intellectual rowers in interpreting it

is — at its best —- 2 vicw of tlinzs which could profitably be icitated ty voliti-
[ - Py

in the U, S, T

y_.-
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cians, lawyers, industrialists, writers, lecders (and follovers)

&

excitement znd respect henvily irniliences the science writer and those snong &



public who rcad his articles.

2. Wwhen the science writer hepnens upon a story which arouses his
suspicions (in being either faulty, frzuduleat or insimificant) he generally
does not »rint it. In nolitical and other types of rervorting, the negative
story is freoueut ly on the front page -~ but seldorn in science writing. The

net effect is that the rublic sees news of & great meny breaxtiroughs but few

breakdovns.,

3. The editors of news s generally regard sclence redorting as
belonging to the "good works department,"” such as tie religion or real estste
age. Bzd things heppening in science is an inconceiveble ideec in the vpstsirs
editorial suites. A revcorter for one of the worlcé's great neuspepers, for
exarple, wos assigned by his editor to do a background investigetion of a
scientific development planned for announcement by a major university. The
revorter's conciusion was that the development was faulty, but the editor, since
the prestige of a university backed the develcpment, ordered the story printed
straight. The development leter tumed sour. i/hen 1 asked the reporier to
tell me the full story of his editor's decision, he rexlied: |
"what do you wunt ne to do? Crack my rice boz-;l?h
L. There are at lesst two nublic relatiorns men for every science
writer who turn out frequent stories about scientific accomplishment. Universi-
ties have em~loyed more and more science writers in the past deczde in the search
for better studenits, betier faculty mewbers and biggzer financial sunport from
public and private sources. Industries emnloy then to boost szles of the redicines
or sclentific instruments they manvfacture, Scien'ific croups, such as the
American Chemicol Society and the American Institute of Plysics, use science

writers in premaring sccurate mublic announcements of g jor resezreh findingse
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Government uses ther to answer recuests from the mublic =nd to denonstrate —-
factually -- that tax money is behind many major scientific develcpments. 1vev Lever
do they issue news relesses zbout failures (altiough the more conscientious ones

-

will provide information on failures if it is re.uested by the press or publie.)
But, in general, the press must find about thne failure first. Iever do they
suggest that-the system which pfoduced the scientific accomplisliient cculd be
improved.

An idea of the value of these public relations men is given by an
-ad published in the newsletter of the hizticnal Association of Science writers.
The ad was placed by a public reloticns sgency secking e medical writer to hendle
news about a pharmaceutical firm. The salary: Betweer 15,000 and 25,000 a
year.

5. Scientists are accustomed to conducting their business, including
thelir federally-financed business, out of signht. Illassive federzl grants and
subsidies have been zround for less than two decades, wnile the scilentific tredi-
tion itself is several mundred yezars old. Scientists, consecuently, are uystified
at talk zbout public obligation or accountebility, since for cerlurics they have
been accountable largely to themselves alone. 'hen such accountability is required,
the average sclentist loudly brands it as "red tape." The texpsyer should support
science for the good of the culture, their rcesoning goes, and wiy try to explain
wnat the »ublic wouldn't understand anyway.

An inbred tradition of cecrecy also exists within science, and is found
largely in the "referee system.”™ This comes into operstion vhen & scleniist
atterots to fulfill his umost revered function -- to publish - re-ort of his re-
searcl: in 2 respected scientific journzl. His "paper" is usually pasced along

extist's field, who

by the journal editor to V"referees", or euperis in the sc!
J ’ ¥
judge its quality. The referee has the nrivilege of exercising all the cruelly

and pettineos he mey desire in criticizing the paper, 2nd may choosc to hzve his
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identity shielded from thé scientist-victim., The onrinciple of the referee

system has been extended into several government science zpencies. Anonymous
referee-like scientific advisors may wreck a scientist's application for a
research grant — and trne scientist may never know who did this or why it

was done,

Learning to live with such secrecy, then, might very well condition
a scientist to laugh cynically when one of the "windows" to the mblic -- a
reporter or a Congressman, for exarple -- specks of the public's right to know
whether tax moniés are spent honestly and efficiently.

6. Scientists are so well regarded by the public in generel that they
are asked for advice on many things outside of their specialty. Dr. Benjamin
Spock, a pediatrician by training, is the darling of peoce grouns, for example,
And Dr. Edwerd Teller, the physicist who ramrodded the develonment of the hydrogen
bomb, has offered well—reported opinions on air pollution. Few groups, whether
private or govermuentel, feel really safe without their "scientific advisors.™

7. There are almost no incertives for investigetive, critical recorting

o

£nce,

of sc vost of the awards available to science writers are sponsored by

indnstrics or =scientific societies with the implied goal of obtaining {avorable
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public attention, In contrast is the most coveted of all the awards in
journalism -~ the Pulitzer Prize. Since World kar I, about a2 third of the
Pulitzers have been awérded fof exosure of graft and corrtpticn in‘government
or industry. In sciencé writing, several Pulitzers have gone to newsnzpers or
individuals who did penetreting studies of birti control or pollution prograns,
and for stories such as Williem L. Laurence's exclusive Lew York Timeé stories
on the developnent of the atornic bomb in World iiar II. but none have been
awarded for studies of scientific mismznagement of public funds,.qr of breakdowns
of the system, ethiczl as well as financial, under which science operates,

Another insight to the motivations of the science writer'comes from
Issac Asimov, the Boston bilochemist who is now approaching the 100 merk in the
number of books ne has written on science for children and adult laymen. In a
publiecity pamphlet on Asimov by the oublishing firm of Houghton Mifflin Company,
the fantastically prolific aAsimov wrote the following:

"...1 have a particular attachment for my science tooks for teen-zgers.
Among my rcaders (I sometimes secretly think) may be somecne who somedsy will be
a great scientist and willArecall that he grew interested in his profession
through‘reading one of my books."

Asimov, among his other gozls then, is recruiting for science.

Another well-imown science writer is Arthur J. Snider, science editor
for the Chicago‘Daily iiews and Jormer president of the Hotional Association of
Science Vriters. This gentle-mannered man is known among science writers as one
renorter who chose not to »raise Krebiozen as a cencer cure vhen it was unveiled
in a 1951 press conference,

I wes chatting vith him about science writing.

"ie, the sclence writers, wouldn't write that a scientist!'s renort is
hogwash. Ve ﬁould Just drov it snd go on to someone else!s story. So you're

writing upbeat stories. Twis is bad, I suppose, but with science, you are locking



for the new world to come,"

"You're looking for something better than we've got?" 1 asked.

"feah, Utopia., we feel, I suppose, that thers is so much bad news
that when soﬁething comes along in sclence, we have to fezture it as good news,
So you get your 'Eureka'! stories."

Probab;y tre most articulate supporter of the optimistic approacn to
science writ%ng is a young Harvard sociolosy graduate, Viector licElheny. He has
written for Science, the British Broadc:sting Corporsticn, the Washington Post,
and is now the science‘editor of thhe Boston Globe. Here are excerpts from a
long and ceoncentrated tape-recorded conversetion between lcElheny and I

"] believe it is wvery important to talk sbout details of budgets of
sclentific agencies. I believe it is imrortent to talk zbout technological
screw-uns, " he remnrzed., "But there is the other nrobler, which is sort of
taken as hymn singing, which isn't well done.

"what I'm really driving at is that the hardest thing to be, the most
eritical thing for a science journlist to be, is in fact very optimistic, I don't
heve time to carp, because whet I am busy talking cbout is what is nossible, not
what is imnossible or what is being done wrong. The hardest story, the one which
is resisted violently as a stendard intellectual posture, is the really contimistic
story. Peonle are more intercsted in hearing toles of veople starving to dezth
on the strests of Calcutta than they are in hearing that India herself is feeding
150 milliog more neonle than she vwas 20 years ago.

"India is & rocking, rolling cranhouse, but despite the fact that they
are living on the borderline of the Iiddle Ages, in m-ny werys, they ARL feeding
150 million more veople. The real story is the really fentastic nower of modernity

to operzte even in a very orimitive culture. Tnis is rmch more inmortant than

a lot of negative corping about doomzdey.®



There sre valid historic rezsons fer delondings sclence to the osublic,
Yluch past criticism hes been rether crude —~- of the "evolution is a cruel hoax"
avproach, or the "taxpayer is peying sclence to study the sex life of the
tse tse fly" variety.

There is the legacy of the Scopes "Monkey Triel" of tne 19/0'5 in which

et

a teach/was tried in a Ternessee court for teaching Darwin's theory of evolution
in a2 public sciwol. 4And there is the legacy of the Indiana Legislature which, in
the 1890's, att€uted to pass a bill changing the value of Pi ~- the matheuoticel
symbol reprecenting the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter --
from an actual 3.141 to & nice, round 3. DBibliczl reference to tiie design of
round sacrificial altars were cited zs evidence of the validity of the even
number. And there are vrevailing undercurrenis of feer of ma any techrological
developments such as the commuter, a growing distrust of oiysiclans largely
over fee. practices and & considerzble amount of misunderstanding of the_éoals
and methods of basic science. The optimistic aporoach tow&rd interpreting science
to the rublic is based on a sincere desire to overcome the resistance to the best
in science.

But science is no longer the pursult of the gentleinan butterfly

t
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ed,
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collector or the pastime of the dotty nrofessor. It is institutionalize

is a power center, it is tax supworted, it represcnts both the best and worsi
in lan, and its accouplisiments are now camnaisn items in L, S. presidential

2 b =
elections. Its traditions cf secrecy and self-exile Iroiz the nublic offer pro-

"
L.

tection for the creative scientific thinker -~ as well as for the sharp scientiflic

overator,



